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Australian Fur Seals congregate ashore to breed over a 
period of six weeks. R. KIRKwooo 
Arctocephalus pusillus doriferus 
Australian Fur Seal 
Arctocephalus pusillus 
(Schreber, 1775) 
ark' -toh-sef' -ah-lus pue-sil' -us: 'little bear-head' 
Australian Fur Seals are endemic to south-eastern 
Australian waters where they breed at 10 colonies, all 
within Bass Strait, and may haul out to rest at a 
further 40 sites. The Australian taxon (Arctocephalus 
pusillus doriferus) is morphologically and genetically 
almost identical to the Cape Fur Seal (A p. pusillus) 
but the two subspecies are geographically separated 
	 	
	
 
 
 
This	is	the	published	version:	
 
Kirkwood,	R.	and	Arnould,	John	P.Y.	2008,	Australian	fur	seal,	in	The	mammals	of	Australia,	New	
Holland	Publishers,	Sydney,	Australia,	pp.723‐725.	
	
	
Available from Deakin Research Online: 
 
http://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30016997	
	
	
	
Every	reasonable	effort	has	been	made	to	ensure	that	permission	has	been	obtained	for	items	
included	in	Deakin	Research	Online.	If	you	believe	that	your	rights	have	been	infringed	by	this	
repository,	please	contact	drosupport@deakin.edu.au	
	
Copyright	:	2008,	New	Holland	Publishers	
	
ORDER CARNIVORA 
by the vast expanse of the Indian Ocean. Of all eight 
Arctocephalus species, A. pusillus is eminently distin-
guishable from the rest by its sea lion-like 
characteristics: it vocalises like a sea lion, rests in 
contact with conspecifics like a sea lion (thigmotaxis), 
and is almost twice the size of other fur seals (females 
weighing up to 120 kilograms and males to almost 
300 kilograms). 
Like all fur seals, Australian Fur Seals forage at sea 
then return to land to rest, socialise, breed and care 
for their pups. When on land, the seals are particu-
larly skittish and will stampede into the water if 
disturbed by an unfamiliar sight, sound or smell. 
Offshore rocky islands and isolated peninsulas afford 
the most secure resting focations. Breeding colonies 
are located on islands that provide easy access from 
the sea and have flat areas, gentle slopes or boulder 
and cobble beaches. Individuals tend to avoid sand 
beaches unless they are ill. Each year, approximately 
23 000 Australian Fur Seal pups are born. Over half 
of these births occur at just two colonies: Lady Julia 
Percy Island and Seal Rocks, both located adjacent to 
the Victorian coast. From pup counts, it is estimated 
that the total population is about 92 000 seals. The 
population almost doubled between the 1970s and 
2000, but today's numbers actually represent less than 
half the estimated population prior to exploitation by 
sealers in the early 1800s. 
Australian Fur Seals exhibit a synchronised annual 
breeding cycle. In late October, adult males (bulls) 
gather at breeding colonies and joust to occupy 
breeding territories. Territorial defence involves 
mostly vocal threats, ritualised posturing, bluff 
charges and, rarely, the fierce battle. Average territory 
size is less than 60 square metres, and those more 
junior males and others ousted from territories gather 
in neutral zones referred to as 'bachelor parks'. 
Heavily pregnant females (cows) start to arrive at the 
colonies in November to give birth. An average of 
nine cows gathers in each territory Each will have a 
single pup. Birthing usually begins early in November, 
peaking in frequency around the first day of 
Arctocephalus pusillus doriferus 
Size 
Nose to tail length 
193-226 (210) cm (males) 
129-176 (157) cm (females) 
Weight 
135-289 (218) kg (males) 
41-120 (78) kg (females) 
Identification External ears present. Larger and 
browner than New Zealand Fur Seal. Appears grey in 
the water, dark grey-brown when wet on land, light 
grey-brown with dark-brown abdomen when dry. 
Males with long guard hairs around neck and chest 
(mane-like); penile aperture on abdomen. Females 
with fawn to cream face, throat and chest, four 
nipple apertures on abdomen; compared to males, 
female's head appears small in relation to body size. 
Pups born with black guard hair that moults into 
grey-brown pelage around March. Extended canines 
erupt late in first year. 
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Recent synonyms Arctocephalus pusi/lus, 
Arctocephalus doriferus, Arctocephalus tasmanicus. 
Other common names None. 
Abundance Common, limited (south-eastern 
Australia), increasing. 
Conservation status Listed as a Marine Species 
(EPBC Act 1999). 
Subspecies Arctocepha!us pusillus doriferus Uones, 
1925) (Australia); A p. pusillus Cape Fur Seal (South 
Africa, Namibia). 
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Between five and seven days after giving birth, the female 
Australian Fur Seal mates then leaves her pup for up to a 
week while she feeds at sea. R. KIRKwooo 
December and is over by 20 December. Five to seven 
days after giving birth, the cow enters oestrus and 
initiates mating by approaching a territorial male. 
Cows have a four-month delayed implantation 
followed by an eight-month active pregnancy to have 
their next pup 12 months after mating. 
After mating, the cow leaves her pup and goes to 
sea to forage, returning within several days to resume 
suckling. The maternal bond is maintained by mutual 
recognition of calls and odour. Over the next eight to 
ten months, the cow continues the cycle of feeding at 
FAMILY OTARI!DAE 
sea then returning to her pup. By 
late winter the pups are starting to 
catch food for themselves. Weaning 
normally occurs before the onset of 
the next breeding season but some 
young may be suckled into their 
second and even third years. 
Sexual maturity is reached at 
three to six years of age. Males, 
however, do not attain sufficient 
size to hold a territory until 8-13 
years old and then their breeding 
careers average just two years 
(maximum six), being terminated 
by younger and stronger individ-
uals. Longevity is 19 years for 
males and 21 years for females. 
Mortality probably mostly results 
from starvation, although predators 
such as large sharks and Killer 
Whales take their share. Human-
induced forms of mortality include 
entanglement in marine debris and 
drowning in fishing equipment. 
The Australian Fur Seal feeds 
almost exclusively in association 
with the sea floor (that is, it is a 
benthic forager). This is another sea 
lion-like trait but contrasts with the 
Cape Fur Seal which is a mid-water 
(pelagic) forager consuming mostly small schooling 
fish. The main prey of Australian Fur Seals consists of 
demersal species (benthic species that migrate into 
the pelagic zone) such as jack Mackerel, Redbait, Red 
Cod, leather jackets, Barracouta and Arrow Squid. 
Satellite tracking studies indicate that Australian Fur 
Seals rarely venture beyond the continental shelf edge. 
Some individuals exhibit strong fidelity to particular 
areas while otl1ers roam extensively during their 
foraging trips. Although they are physiologically 
capable of diving to depths greater than 300 metres, 
they usually forage between 60-100 metres, often 
staying submerged for periods longer than 3 minutes. 
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